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Influences on Domestic Architecture in 
Charters Towers 
by 
Ray Sumner, M.A.* 
In the boom days of gold-mining in Charters Towers ', the 
great majority of residents lived in cottages. These were modest 
dwellings made of timber and corrugated iron consisting of four 
small rooms with a front verandah. This undistinguished form of 
domestic architecture, with only minor variations in external details, 
was common throughout North Queensland untd the 1920s. Many 
of these "miners' cottages" may still be seen throughout the 
northern and inland towns of the State. 
In sharp contrast to the modest "miners' cottages", there 
may still be seen several of the large, expensive, and ostentatious 
residences erected by wealthy mine-owners and entrepreneurs, in 
the last quarter of the nineteenth century, when Charters Towers 
was the largest and richest town in North Queensland. ^ Three 
such houses — Thornburgh, Ay-Ot Lookout and the house built 
by Frederick Pfeiffer — have been chosen here for closer study. ^ 
Thornburgh was built in 1890 * for Edmund Harris Thorn-
burgh Plant ,^ a prominent business man with wide interests in 
mining, grazing, and sugar-growing, but whose wealth came chiefly 
from the Charters Towers gold mines. No expense was spared 
in the construction of Thornburgh, whose design may have been 
influenced by memories of manor-houses in Plant's native Notting-
ham, which he left as a boy of twelve. While Plant is a well-
known personality in North Queensland history, the owner of 
Ay-Ot Lookout, a man named Smith, was a shadowy figure who was 
said to have worked in a mine office and to have financed his house 
with misappropriated gold. It was also said that he died by his 
own hand before he could occupy the house. ' Frederick Pfeiffer ,^ 
also an early arrival at the 'Towers' was closely involved with 
the development of the rich Day Dawn P.C. mine from 1874. * 
This mine became the first lode mine in Queensland to win one 
mdlion pounds' worth of gold. ' It seems probable that Pfeiffer's 
'unpretending but comfortable and roomy one story house' '° was 
erected about the time of his marriage in February 1882. It stands 
on Day Dawn Ridge adjoining the old mine workings and 'occupies 
the site that his tent did in bis bachelor days'. " 
Size 
Since money was apparently no object in the construction of 
these houses, one would naturally expect spacious residences. 
Thornburgh had a floor area of 1,302 square metres (excluding 
the cellar section and the servants' quarters) in two storeys. 
Ay-Ot Lookout similarly was also two-storeyed, with an area of 
436 square metres (excluding the cellar, but including the maid's 
room). The Pfeiffer house has today a floor area of only 320 square 
metres, sections having been demolished or removed over the years. 
In this respect the Pfeiffer house demonstrates a unique 
feature of much early North Queensland housing. After the decline 
of gold mining in Charters Towers and Ravenswood '^, many houses 
were left unoccupied. Not only houses, but hotels, churches, and 
even part of a hospital were bought for a minimal price, dis-
mantled, taken to new locations, re-assembled, sometimes altered 
in style, and sold or let. They found their way to new uses from 
Townsville to CollinsviUe and as far west as Kynuna. '^  Conse-
quently, Charters Towers is sometimes jokingly referred to as the 
'largest city in the world'. Such relocation continued until the 
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mid-1950s, when, for example, the 'new' homestead for Coolreagh 
was purchased and moved from Charters Towers to the Julia Creek 
area. 
Victorian homes, as a rule, had many more rooms than do 
modern homes. This was the case with Thornburgh. After its sale 
in 1918, it was stated that : 
The residential part of the property is a two-storey brick 
building, containing fourteen (14) living rooms, pantry, two 
underground storerooms, billiard room in basement, two 
bathrooms, and surrounded with about 350 ft of verandahs, 
twelve (12) feet wide. The kitchen and ample domestic ser-
vants' accommodation are in a detached brick budding, con-
taining in all six (6 ) rooms. "* 
The Pfeiffer house originally contained twenty-three rooms. 
In comparison, it is surprising to discover that Ay-Ot Lookout had 
only five main and two service rooms, although the pleasing and 
ample exterior proportions behed such apparent smallness. It 
might indicate that unlike Edmund Plant and Frederick Pfeiffer, 
the owner had no family. 
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Frederick Pfeiffer 
The 'show-piece' of these houses was the drawing-room. Its 
size was cleariy important to hs owner, as a place to entertam 
and to impress his guests. Thornburgh had a large drawing room 
of 75.2 square metres. '^  The same room in Ay-Ot Lookout was 
29.8 square metres; that of the Pfeiffer house, 34.8 square metres. 
In both these houses, the drawing-room was connected by an arch-
way to the dining-room. Ceihngs were high in all three : Thorn-
burgh, 4.9 metres; Ay-Ot Lookout, 4.6 metres; the Pfeiffer 
house, 4 metres. 
Site 
Thornburgh was erected on land adjoining the Bonnie Dundee 
mine. '* A large area of tailings and dumps was levelled and con-
verted into a splendid garden. Approximately 3.21 hectares of 
freehold land were 'beautifully and expensively laid out with lawns, 
shrubs, summer houses, e t c ' '^ A wide curved drive led through 
large iron gates to the house door. Stables for Plant's much 
admired horses and carriages were erected in the grounds. 
The Day Dawn P.C. mine adjoined Preiffer's house. 
Near the main building he erected a cottage, which stands 
today, for his accountant. The house was built on gently sloping 
ground, surrounded by a tall, stone fence. Stables and washhouse, 
no longer standing, were situated at the rear of the house. The 
front verandah afforded an excellent view of the central part of 
Charters Towers, while at the rear the hills and dumps of the 
old mine could be seen. Again Ay-Ot Lookout offered a contrast 
to the other two houses. I t stood on a small corner allotment of 
approximately 0.1 hectares. This was the entire original area, since 
the adjoining land is known to have belonged to St. Columba's 
Catholic Church for the same length of time. 
It is also of interest here to consider the influence of site on 
the orientation of these houses. Modern research has shown that 
orientation can be of considerable importance in reducing the heat 
load of a building in the tropics. °^ These three houses show that 
this factor was not considered by early builders. Thornburgh was 
erected with its main entrance facing south-east; the lon-f^  axis 
running north-west to south-east, towards the gardens and away 
from the mine. Ay-Ot Lookout faced due south, with its long axis 
running north-south, towards the street. Pfeiffer's house faced 
almost due west, with the long axis east-west, so that the important 
living area faces downhill, towards the town and away from the 
mine. Thus in all three houses the long axes were exposed to 
heat from solar radiation. Extra shading was thought desirable at 
a later date and additional shades were attached to the verandah 
eaves at Thornburgh, while tamarind trees were planted on the 
western side of the Pfeiffer house. The extensive use of verandahs 
and the size of the houses enabled occupants to find cool, shady 
areas at different times throughout the day. 
Materials 
For the earlier North Queensland settlers, the lack of suitable 
building materials placed an important restriction on size and type 
of bouse. ^' The railway from Townsville to Charters Towers had 
been completed by 4 December 1882 ^°, supplying a more 
efficient means of transport for goods freighted by sea from the 
south or overseas. By 1892 the thriving Charters Towers district 
bad an estimated population of 18,800 people ^', whose needs were 
catered for by an enterprising business community. Any desired 
building material could thus be purchased locally, although goods 
requiring special handling were more expensive. As far as possible 
material for Thornburgh was obtained in North Queensland. ^^  
Thornburgh is constructed of cavity brick, with the external 
walls rendered to resemble blocks of freestone; the internal walls 
and ceiling were plastered. At the time of construction bricks 
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were used almost entirely for the erection of mine-entrances, 
stacks and chimneys, and for commercial buildings, such as banks 
and hotels. Plant desired a house of imposing and enduring charac-
ter and, since the local granites were too hard to supply workable 
building stone, his choice was brick. Apart from the initial expense 
of materials, brick construction also required skilled labour, which 
further increased costs. Brick was very rarely considered as a 
material for private dwellings. It accounted for only some one 
per cent, of North Queensland dwellings (twenty-nine in Charters 
Towers) to 1 9 2 1 . " 
Ay-Ot Lookout and the Pfeiffer house had walls of milled 
timber or chamferboard. They are constructed on the 'balloon-
frame' principle ^^  , with walls comprising a single layer or skin of 
boards, the supporting timbers and members being exposed on the 
outside. This form of construction was used universally in early 
North Queensland houses, as it had several definite advantages ; 
a large house could be erected for a reasonably modest price and 
in a short time, using a minimum of material, while the mild 
tropical climate was a further inducement to such light-weight 
structures. Even when cost was not a consideration, timber was the 
preferred building material for early northern houses. The Queens-
land Government Statistician noted in 1876 that 'some of the most 
costly and commodious residences in the colony are constructed of 
sawn timber'. ^^  
All three houses have roofs of corrugated galvanised iron. In 
the matter of roofing material there was really no other choice, as 
the superior qualities of watertightness, durability, and fire-resis-
tance of the metal roofs led to the rapid and complete replacement 
of those early roofing materials of bark, thatch, or shingle adopted 
by the pioneers. In the Pfeiffer house, the verandahs are roofed 
with graceful curved iron, while the other two bouses have straight 
verandah roofs. Timber floors were almost universal in early 
North Queensland houses. In Thornburgh and Ay-Ot Lookout, 
however, cement floors were used in the entrance areas, as a con-
tinuation of the cement stairs; but the flooring in living-rooms and 
verandahs and throughout the upper storey was of timber. The 
Pfeiffer house had timber floors throughout. 
Plan 
Both Thornburgh and Ay-Ot Lookout are excellent examples 
of an asymmetrical plan, which was rare during the nineteenth 
century in the northern parts of Queensland, although well estab-
lished in the domestic architecture of the southern colonies. *^ Both 
these houses reflect the influence of architects. Thornburgh was 
designed by the firm Tunbridge and Tunbridge. ^' During its con-
struction, it was reported that the house would be 'the largest, 
handsomest, and most complete vdla residence in this part of the 
North'. °^ The architect of Ay-Ot Lookout, named White, was said to 
have been brought out from England to design the house and super-
vise construction. " The house may have been named after the Hert-
fordshire vdlages of Ayot St. Lawrence or Ayot St. Peter. '° An 
upper storey was unusual in North Queensland at that time, and 
contrasted strongly with the "miners' cottages" of Charters Towers. 
On the other hand, the Pfeiffer house, together with most of the 
other large dwellings of the time, spread laterally. The plan of 
Pfeiffer's house is that of an enlarged bungalow on an expansive 
scale — a marked contrast to the compact planning of Ay-Ot 
Lookout. 
Other large houses erected in Charters Towers in the latter 
years of the nineteenth century were usually the town-houses of 
wealthy pastoralists. These residences were built of timber in the 
Pfeiffer's house 
(By courtesy of author) 
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basic bungalow style, any ornament and ostentation being largely 
confined to elaborate roof shapes, A good example is James 
Mitchell's Yelvertoft (now Blackheath College), which carried 
on his trachtion of ornate roof shapes, already established in his 
homestead Eyriewald at Corfield via Hughenden and in his Winton 
house. The Gables, '^ 
Verandahs 
The traditional house form which developed in early North 
Queensland was the bungalow, which consisted of a square central 
core containing four rooms and surrounded on the four sides by a 
verandah. The term 'bungalow' derives from the Bengali bangla 
'belonging to Bengal' " and was used by British settlers in 
colonial India to describe a large, low residence of heavy-weight 
construction with encircling verandahs. " In North Queensland, 
bungalows were erected, usually of timber, from the earliest days 
of settlement in the 1860s and the style has retained its popularity 
to the present time. Although this style of house was erected 
extensively in North Queensland, the form was not unknown in 
other parts of Australia. In 1883, Richard Twopeny, who was 
visiting South Australia, reported that 'nearly every house that can 
afford the space has a veranda, which sometimes stretches the 
whole way round'. *^ 
The verandah of the bungalow served a dual function, pro-
viding pleasant and cool semi-open living space for most of the 
year and shading the walls of the house from dire< t^ 
sunlight. These advantages were readily appreciated by the early 
house builders, as demonstrated by the three houses under considera-
tion here : verandahs about three and a half metres in width sur-
rounded the central rooms; access, ventilation, and light were 
provided to the inner rooms by French doors. Nevertheless, 
verandahs had certain disadvantages as well. They themselves were 
exposed to direct sunlight, which often led to the adoption of 
shading devices, such as the lattice screens at Ay-Ot Lookout. 
Where sufficient land was available, large trees were often planted, 
such as the tamarind at the Pfeiffer house. During wet weather, 
verandahs cannot be used effectively and blinds of canvas or of 
wooden slats are sometim.es installed. Any such screening on the 
verandah impedes ventilation and makes the internal rooms darker. 
There are, however, three considerations to bear in mind; the 
internal living-rooms and bedrooms of the house were little used 
by day, so the amount of light was not such an important considera-
tion; the semi-darkness of the rooms provided welcome relief from 
the glare of tropical sunlight on bare earth; finally, it should 
be remembered that the Victorian Age favoured much darker in-
teriors and furnishings than are popular at present. 
Interiors 
In contrast to the Pfeiffer house, Thornburgh and Ay-Ot 
Lookout had a fireplace in nearly every room. These cannot be 
regarded as essential on chmatic grounds alone, since the annual 
average temperature in Charters Towers is mUd, ranging from 17 to 
30.1 °C. Even during the coldest month, July, temperatures vary 
between 10.5 and 24.4°C, while during the more trying summer 
months, the temperatures range from 20.3 to 34.3°C. " Clearly, 
the fireplaces were not essential for the physical comfort of the 
occupants of the two houses, but were visually important to their 
owners as a symbol of a comfortable home, associated with 
memories of the British situation. In both houses, the mantel 
pieces were lavishly carved in expensive timber. For the drawing-
room and dining-room at Thornburgh 'mantel pieces . . . have been 
imported by Mr, Plant from England, one being of carved rose-
wood, and the other of carved oak, both of which are of very 
elegant design'. " In other rooms locally-made mantel-pieces 
of red cedar (Cedrella toona) were installed. In both houses 
the fireplace surrounds were inlaid with decorative tiles. The 
Pfeiffer house had only one brick chimney which was not in the 
main living room and is now unused and covered o"er. One 
reason for the dissimOarity of the Pfeiffer house may well be that 
the owner came from a markedly different cultural background, 
Germany and thought it impracticable to try to adant this 
culture to the new land. He was more open to the new lifestyle 
of North Queensland unlike both Plant and Smith, who adhered 
to British traditions. 
In all three houses, the ostentatious entrance hall is the focal 
point of interest. At Thornburgh, a wide cement stairway led to 
a heavy front door opening onto a richly carpeted hallway which, 
ht by a large coloured glass lamp, showed the beautifully carved 
staircase curving to the upper floor. The entrance to Ay-Ot Look-
out was an even more imposing introduction to the house. Cement 
steps led to an open porch with a tiled floor. The heavy front 
Entrance hall, Thornburgh 
(By courtesy of author) 
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door was surmounted by a semi-circular fanlight, with radiating 
panes of coloured glass repeating the colours of the glass sidelights. 
A wide entrance foyer, tiled in imported black and white Italian 
marble, complemented the simple proportions of the staircase. " 
The ceiling was lavishly plastered and decorated and an ornate 
coloured lamp gave the finishing touch. In the Pfeiffer house, 
cement steps also led to a heavy cedar door with coloured side-
lights which were repeated at the far end of the hallway. This 
entrance hallway was roofed with semi-circular corrugated iron and 
extra daylight illumination was achieved with glass end-sections. 
The roof, however, was unHned, which suggested an easy familiarity 
on the part of the builder with his materials although it struck 
an incongruous note in such an impressive setting. The French 
doors in this house had curved heads, repeating the curve of the 
cedar arches of the interior rooms. 
Building Performance 
The total heat load of any building is made up mainly of heat 
received through the roof, particularly under tropical conditions of 
high sun, where a roof surface is exposed to heat generated by 
solar radiation throughout the day. It is therefore desirable to 
minimise the effect of this insolation, since uncontrolled heat gain 
can lead to marked deterioration of indoor thermal conditions. °^ 
Insulation, as we know it today, was unknown in early North 
Queensland, with the rare expection of Thornburgh, where the 
roof, 'specially designed for keeping the house cool' ^' , consisted 
of 'two coverings, an outer one of galvanised iron and an inner 
sheeting of Willesden paper"" , between which there is a clear 
space, in which the air circulates freely'. *' The important factor 
here was not the extra layer, but the ventilation of below-roof 
spaces. Metal ventilators were also installed on the roof to facili-
tate removal of heated air. Neither the Pfeiffer house nor Ay-Ot 
Lookout had such ventilators. In two-storey houses, the upper floor 
may be regarded as an extreme case of a double roof with the 
whole upper part of the structure acting as an insulating layer, so 
that internal daytime temperatures on the ground floor were 
considerably reduced. 
The heat gain through the walls was not great in these three 
houses, since in all of them verandahs shaded the walls from direct 
sunlight. One important difference in thermal performance was 
the comparison between heavy-weight structures (cavity brick at 
Thornburgh) and light-weight structures (timber frame at Ay-Ot 
Lookout and the Pfeiffer house). Massive walls have a high heat 
storage capacity and produce a temperature-levelling effect within 
a building. Thus a large portion of the heat gained during the day 
is used in warming the wall itself and a consequently smaller 
proportion of heat is passed to the interior. As a result, the 
interior maximum temperature is. lower than the ambient outdoor 
maximum shade temperature and occurs at a later time. At night, 
however, the heat stored in the wall is released and may continue 
to warm the interior for several hours unless ventilation can be 
improved to counterbalance this effect. '*^  
A series of measurements was made at Thornburgh in late 
summer, which demonstrates clearly the temperature-levelling or 
damping effect of the structure. In the cellar mainly below ground 
level, temperatures varied less than 1°C over a twenty-four hour 
period, remaining between 22 and 23°C. The outside temperature 
range for the period was from 21 °C at 5.30 a.m. to 29°C at 
3 p.m. Temperatures in the drawing-room on the ground floor 
during this period ranged from 22.5 to 25.5°C, being much cooler 
than outside for most of the day and slightly warmer by night. 
The bedroom on the upper floor showed a temperature range 
between 24 and 27°C, being noticably warmer than outdoors by 
night largly because of insufficient through-ventilation. 
From a thermal viewpoint, timber was a wise choice of 
material for tropical buildings "^  , as it had low conductivity and 
low heat capacity, although its acoustic and fire-resistant qualities 
are not as satisfactory as more massive materials. Timber also 
required protective treatment against weather, particularly against 
drying out and against termites."" The thermal performance of 
the two timber houses examined here, proved to depend largely 
on ventilation, which in turn was related to the lifestyle of their 
present inhabitants. It has been demonstrated, that without 
mechanical cooling, the best thermal results obtainable in timber 
frame houses are indoor temperatures approximating outdoor 
conditions. "^  
Entrance hall, Ay-Ot Lookout 
Reproduced from Historic Houses of Australia by the Australian Council 
of National Trusts, published by Cassell Australia Limited; reproduced by 
courtesy of the publishers. 
During observations in the Pfeiffer house, the French doors 
remained open both day and night, so that outdoor air could enter 
freely. Indoor temperatures were slightly cooler than outdoors 
during mid-morning, but slightly warmer for the remainder of the 
twenty-four hour period. This was the case in both summer and 
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Ay-Ot Lookout 
Reproduced from Historic Houses of Australia by the Australian Council of National Trusts, 
published by Cassell Australia Limited; reproduced by courtesy of the publishers. 
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winter. At Ay-Ot Lookout, the French doors were closed mostly 
by day and night. Here summer temperatures were 2°C warmer 
than outdoors during the night, from 7 p.m. to 9 a.m., but 1 or 
2°C cooler for the remaining daylight hours. This pattern of tem-
perature fluctuation was similar during both summer and winter 
observations. 
Habitability 
Under the specific set of conditions prevailing at the time of 
their construction, these three houses were obviously highly 
desirable as dwellings and eminently habitable. However, each 
had been subject to different evaluation by successive tenants. 
While the house or basic structure, is an absolute or static pro-
perty of a dwelling, its habitability results from the interaction of 
economic, social, and psychological factors which are constantly 
undergoing change and development. Because of advances in tech-
nology and in communications, the present generation has different 
demands in housing from those of a century ago. Changing social 
and economic conditions have led to a decrease in accommodation 
needs in most modern private dwellings ; families are smaller, 
servants are rarely employed, and children leave home at an earlier 
age for employment or further education. Allotments are also 
considerably smaller than those of the previous century. Some of 
the changing influences are demonstrated in the successive owner-
ship of these three houses. 
Thornburgh was sold in 1918 and Plant retired to his pro-
perty. Goose Lagoon near Ingham and then to Sandgate, where 
be died in 1926. *^ By that time Charters Towers was in 
decline. ^' The gold was worked out and the big mines were 
closed. No private person could afford to maintain such a lavish 
establishment as Thornburgh which had once employed a staff of 
thirty-eight including nursery-maids, grooms, and gardeners. On 
11 November 1918 the property was purchased for the sum of 
£3000 by the Methodist and Presbyterian Churches. Under the 
auspices of the Charters Towers Presbyterian and Methodist 
Joint Educational Commuttee, it opened on 16 June 1919 as the 
boys' boarding school, Thornburgh College. "' Since then the house 
has been altered to serve the demands and requirements of accom-
modation and administration for the college : verandahs have 
been enclosed to form dormitories, the library was converted into 
the Principal's office, the drawing-room and front verandah became 
a masters' common-room and a self-contained apartment for a resi-
dent master and family was installed on the upper floor. The school 
is now suffering from escalation of building maintenance costs and 
consideration is being given to replacing this house with a more 
compact modern structure requiring less maintenance. 
Two further variations of the relationship between economic 
considerations and habitability were provided by Ay-Ot Lookout 
and the Pfeiffer house. Both houses were purchased by their 
present owners in a dilapidated condition requiring extensive 
repairs, replacement of rotted timbers, new roofing, installation of 
plumbing, and similar renovations. 
Ay-Ot Lookout was owned by the Foxlee family of Charters 
Towers untd after the Second World War. "' Then it changed 
hands several times becoming more neglected and dilapidated. A 
suggestion to convert the house into flats was averted when the 
present owners, Mr and Mrs J. Scott, purchased the propertv in 
1968. Costly and lengthy restoration has brought the house back 
to its original state. In addition, the kitchen has been renovated, 
bathrooms have been added, and the external appearance has been 
enhanced by luxuriant gardens, thus completing the transformation 
of this house into a most desirable residence once again. 
The history of the Pfeiffer house is less certain. Rooms were 
removed at various times up tdl the 1920s, when the enclosure 
of the rear of the remaining section was carried out. More recently 
the house was let and then stood vacant for some years. I t was 
damaged by vandals and had faUen into a state of acute disrepair 
when it was purchased in 1971 by the present owners, Mr and 
Thornburgh College — main building from the playing fields 
(By courtesy of author) 
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Mrs D. Wilkins. They are currently restoring and refurnishing the 
house. Apart from the installation of modern plumbing, no major 
changes are envisaged. 
In both the Pfeiffer house and Ay-Ot Lookout, the main 
influence on the present owners' motivation to buy was obviously 
the attractive qualities of the external and internal appearance. The 
location and spaciousness as well as the current social nostalgia, are 
seen as important factors in the attraction of old houses. In 
addition, the financial considerations have changed. The original 
owners regarded their considerable initial expenditure on housing 
as both necessary and desirable. It was largely a matter of social 
prestige. The present owners were influenced in part by a low 
initial purchase price, but took into account the capital outlay 
necessary for restoration. 
In summary, it may be seen that the habitability of these 
three early houses is relative and dynamic. They have gone 
through different stages of occupancy, usefulness and desirability. 
It is important to bear in mind that most of the specific features 
of form, materials, size, style, etc. which contribute to the character 
of early North Queensland houses were determined, not by the 
physical environment, but by the much more influential considera-
tions of socio-economic and cultural values which have been subject 
to change through the passing of time. 
Peter Gresswell has written 'architecture reflects for all time 
the degree of civilisation of a particular epoch'. ^° In this examina-
tion of these three important early residences in Charters Towers, 
it has been shown that the house reflects the settler's cultural 
background, the materials reflect the restraints imposed by the 
contemporary physical environment; while the plan was, at least 
in part, a response to the climate. In overall aesthetic quality the 
houses reflect the nature of both the place and the times. 
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